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From Household Size
to the Life Course




After many years of neglect, the field of family history has become,
during the last 15 years, one of the fastest growing areas of historical
research. The quantity and quality of research on the history of the
family has greatly increased and improved. Historians are now investi-
gating topics such as childbearing, childrearing, labor-force parti-
cipation, aging, and death within the context of family life in the past.
In fact, the field has become so large and so diverse that it is no
longer possible to attempt a comprehensive survey of the field in
a short essay.
Rather than trying to summarize or even comment on the wide
variety of issues being raised in the study of family history today, this
essay will focus on the efforts during the past 10 years to develop a
comprehensive framework for the analysis of family history. Particular
attention will be paid to four alternative approaches for studying the
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family-the analysis of household size and composition, the study of
generations, the use of a family-cycle model, and the development
of a life-course perspective. By concentrating on these four approaches,
it will be possible to raise some of the most important, current con-
ceptual and methodological issues in the field of family history. Though
major topics such as the analysis of past kinship patterns can only be
mentioned in passing, this does not imply that these substantive issues
deserve less attention or emphasis than the effort to develop a
better conceptual framework for the study of family history.’
Despite the popularity of studying contemporary families during
the 1940s and 1950s, social scientists did not investigate family life
in the past. Instead, most anthropologists and sociologists were content
to use the findings from analyses of contemporary primitive families
to make inferences about the nature of the preindustrial Western
family. These social scientists assumed preindustrial families were
larger and more complex than those today. In fact, they argued that
industrialization led to the shift from the extended family to the nuclear
family.
During the 1960s scholars from a variety of disciplines began to
reexamine the historical family. Rather than relying only on the scat-
tered literary references to family life, they utilized quantitative data
from the censuses and vital records in an effort to recreate family life
in the past. The direction of these efforts took quite different, though
related, paths. On the one hand, historical demographers such as Louis
Henry (1956) and E. A. Wrigley (1969) used parish records to study the
demographic characteristics of family life. Using the technique of
family reconstitution, they estimated rates of marriages, births, and
deaths for past societies. Though they were interested in many aspects
of family life, they were not particularly concerned with the size or
composition of families at any given time.2 On the other hand, a group
of family historians, led by Peter Laslett (1972a) and the Cambridge
Group for the History of Population and Social Structure, used the
surviving nominal censuses to study family size and composition in
the past. During the late 1960s and early 1970s, it was the latter group
that became the center of a far-reaching debate on the nature of the
preindustrial family.
Laslett investigated the size and structure of English households in
100 parishes from 1574 to 1821 (1972b). He found that most households
were nuclear rather than extended and that the size of these households
remained relatively constant over time. Thus, Laslett argued that the
notion that industrialization created the nuclear household in England
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is a myth since the proportion of extended households was never very
large in preindustrial England.
Under the guidance and encouragement of Laslett and the Cam-
bridge Group, scholars studied the mean household size and the
proportion of families that were nuclear in several different cultures
and time periods (Laslett, 1972a). With a few notable exceptions, these
studies confirmed that the mean household size was relatively constant
over time and across cultures, and that most households at any given
point in time were nuclear. To some extent, studies of family structure
using this framework of analysis dominated the field in the late 1960s
and early 1970s as scholars in different countries coordinated their
research in an effort to produce a comparative history of household
size and structure.
The study of mean household size did not go unchallenged as
several scholars questioned the meaning and value of this measure.
Some raised the objection that Laslett’s definition of household was too
narrow because it attempted to impose an English model of the family
on cultures for which this framework was inappropriate (Berkner,
1975). Laslett’s operational definition of the household was even chal-
lenged by those working with English-speaking cultures because it
excluded boarders and lodgers and failed to consider the importance of
kin living outside the household (Hareven, 1974; Katz, 1975). Further-
more, just as Laslett and his colleagues were trying to develop a defini-
tion of households that would be meaningful for different cultures and
time periods, other social scientists studying the family were moving
toward a more flexible definition of the family that took into considera-
tion the variations in the values about and the behavior of families in
different cultures (Skolnick, 1975). Thus, while one of the main appeals
of the Laslett approach was that it provided a definition of the house-
hold that could be used as the basis of a comparative approach to family
life, critics have questioned the utility of his particular delineation of
the household and of its applicability to other cultures.
The most damaging and sharpest criticism of 1_aslett’s approach
was that the study of the family should be based on a developmental
rather than a static perspective. Instead of calculating the average size of
households or the proportion that were nuclear at any given point in
time, we should estimate the size and composition of families as they
developed over time. Thus, Lutz Berkner (1975) argues that even if
extended families were only a small proportion of households at any
given time, a much larger percentage of households might have been
extended at some point in their development.3 In fact, as Marion Levy
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(1965) has pointed out, demographic considerations alone would
severely limit the proportion of households that could be extended at
any one time since few individuals in the past lived long enough to be
in the same household with their married children and grandchildren.
The debate on the usefulness of studying mean household size or
the proportion of families that are nuclear has not ended. To be sure,
Laslett has admitted some of the limitations of his approach. For
example, in his analysis of the type of households in which young
children were raised, he (1977) acknowledges the real limitations of
focusing only on the members within the household itself and of
neglecting to investigate the impact of beliefs and customs:
The disposition of the knot of persons co-residing with a child under five years
old can always be recovered from a good listing of inhabitants surviving from the
past, one which specifies ages and divides one familial group from another. But
persons present within the household make up only a proportion of the influences
from kin and from others close to the child. There is the affective quality of family
life to be taken into account, as well as the impact of beliefs, customs, norms about
child rearing and desirable behavior for the young. Neither these, nor the geo-
graphic propinquity of kin folks other than the immediate family, nor the extent to
which they would visit the household in question can be inferred from our
evidence.
Yet Laslett and his associates continue to advocate measuring
mean household size and determining the proportion of households
that were nuclear. But the proponents of this approach are now clearly
and properly on the defensive as they are challenged to demonstrate the
value of their particular measures-a serious problem for them since the
use of mean household size has not been adequately grounded on any
concept or theory of family behavior or societal development.
Sociologists of the family also have been searching for an appro-
priate conceptual framework for analyzing family development. A
variety of different approaches have been suggested and tested-some
of which have been borrowed by historians of the family. One way
of studying change over time in the characteristics of families is to
trace differences between generations. Thus, Reuben Hill and his
associates (1970) studied changes in long-term financial planning
and consumption patterns among families from three different gen-
erations. The advantage of a generational approach is that it permits
a direct comparison of parents with their children or with their own
parents-a very useful perspective if we are interested in the trans-
mission of values and goods across. generations. Unfortunately, the
267]
generational approach is often limited because the same generation
may contain members from such different age cohorts that the members
of the same generation may have grown up in such different time
periods that they are as different from each other as they are from
another generation. Thus, the middle generation in Hill’s (1970) study
consists of parental couples who were married in the 1920s or 1930s-
two very different time periods which undoubtedly produced very
different life experiences for members of that middle generation~
Family historians have also used a generational approach-often
without considering the implications of using this framework. Philip
Greven’s ( 1970) analysis of the first settlers of Andover, Massachusetts
and their descendents was organized along generational lines (the first
settlers were designated as the first generation, their children became
the second generation, and so on). His focus was on the problem of
inheritance and how the transmission of property across generations
affected the way in which fathers dealt with their children. By the fourth
generation in Andover, significant changes had occurred in the demo-
graphic experiences of that group as well as their relationship to their
fathers (Greven, 1970: 272).
By the time the fourth generation began to reach maturity during the middle
decades of the century, much had changed. Not only were their lives cut short
more often than in past generations, but they also reached maturity sooner,
married younger, established their independence more effectively and earlier in
life, and departed from the community with even greater frequency than in earlier
generations. The ties binding men to their parents were loosening.
Though most of Greven’s data and analysis were organized along
these generational lines, he did not consider whether the use of gener-
ations was a meaningful way of ordering his data.5 For example, he
should have checked whether the use of generations confused the
actual experiences of different age cohorts as it did in Hill’s (1970)
analysis of Minnesota families. Greven does not discuss this problem
and did not provide data on the age distribution of the different genera-
tions over time. We can examine the usefulness of a generational
approach for his analysis by estimating from his charts the number of
marriages in consecutive five-year intervals for the second, third, and
fourth generations (see Figure 1 ).
Plotting the number of marriages for each generation by five-year
intervals reveals the weakness of Greven’s generational approach. Some
of the third-generation marriages overlap with those of the second
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Figure 1. Number of Marriages in Five-Year Intervals in Andover, Massa-
chusetts, 1645-49 to 1785-89.
generation while some of the others of the third generation overlap
with those from the fourth generation. Furthermore, the marriages
for each of the second, third, and fourth generations span an 80-year
period. In other words, members belonging to any one of these gener-
ations include individuals of quite varying ages so that it is not mean-
ingful to compare demographic and socioeconomic characteristics
across generations because we cannot be certain that the variations
are due to being a member of a different generation or simply growing
up during a different time period.6
The use of generations in historical analysis can be useful in
certain situations-particularly when one is studying the transmission
of property across generations as Greven did. The problem arises,
however, when the members of the generations are so spread across
broad time periods, as were the descendents of the first settlers in
Andover, that generational comparisons become at least ambiguous if
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not misleading. In this situation, Greven should have either abandoned
his generational approach entirely by organizing his data by birth
cohorts or at least modified it by further subdividing his third and
fourth generations according to their date of birth. Otherwise, it is
impossible to separate analytically the effect of being a member of a
particular generation from the effect of growing up in a different time
period with very different economic opportunities and constraints.
The analysis of the average size of households and the proportion
that are nuclear at a particular point in time has been strongly criti-
cized for failing to recognize the importance of changes in family life
as new members are added or old ones depart. Similarly, though the
generational approach provides a framework for analyzing the trans-
mission of values or goods between parents and their children (or
simply for comparing the experiences of children to those of their
parents), it does not attempt to identify what particular aspects of
family life should be studied or how they might be investigated. There
have been efforts, however, to create a more developmental perspec-
tive for studying families as they evolve from their initial formation
to their final dissolution. One description of the developmental
approach to family life characterizes it as:
Family development views the nuclear family as a small group system, intri-
cately organized internally into paired positions of husband-wife, wife-mother,
son-brother and daughter-sister. Norms prescribing the appropriate role behavior
of each of these positions specify how reciprocal relations are to be maintained as
well as how role behavior may change with changing ages of the occupants of
these positions. This intimate small group has a predictable natural history desig-
nated by stages beginning with simple husband-wife pair, and becoming more and
more complex with each additional position that is activated, then becoming
less complex as members are launched into jobs and marriage and the group
contracts in size to the husband-wife pair once again. As the age composition
of the family changes, so do the expectations for the occupants of the positions in
the family change, and so does the quality of interaction between family members
[Hill, 1964: 188].
The family-developmental approach is a very general and flexible
perspective that emphasizes changes in family size, composition, and
social roles over time. Most sociologists of the family using this
perspective, however, have employed a more systematic and more
narrow version of it by delineating definite stages of family life and
organizing them into a sequential pattern called the family cycle. The
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TABLE 1
Evelyn Duvall’s Eight-Stage Model of the Family Cycle
a. Source: Duvall (1967).
family-cycle approach identifies variations in family life largely on the
basis of changes in family size due to the arrival and departure of
children. There are several different ways in which the family cycle
has been defined. Some scholars have simply divided the family cycle
into two categories-a period of expansion and one of contraction.
Probably the most extensively used model is the one developed by
Evelyn Duvall (1967) which has eight stages (see Table 1 ). Duvall’s
eight-stage model is based on shifts in the size and composition of
the family as well as changes in social roles within the family. To opera-
tionalize the latter, she considers each instance of the oldest child
shifting from one significant age-category to another as the beginning
of a new stage. The assumption behind her model is that changes in
the experiences of the oldest child subject the entire family to new
and different problems to which its members must adjust their behavior
and expectations.
The Duvall family-cycle model has been criticized for masking signi-
ficant changes in family life during the middle stages. As a result,
Roy Rodgers (1962) modified her scheme by taking into consideration
not only when the oldest child moves from one significant age category
to the next, but also when the youngest child makes those transitions.
Using this refinement, Rodgers developed a 24 stage family-cycle
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model which recognizes more changes in family life, but is much more
cumbersome to operationalize-especially with small samples. Conse-
quently, most sociologists have continued to use Duvall’s eight-stage
model even though it neglects some of the interesting variations in the
middle stages.
As a typology of family life, the stages of the family cycle can suggest
interesting and useful areas for analyzing family development.
Researchers also find it a convenient organizing scheme for gathering
or ordering their longitudinal data on the family. Particularly valuable
in the family-cycle approach is the emphasis on the importance of
compositional and size effects on family life-an area that most his-
torians have neglected. The way in which most historians have treated the
economics of family life illustrates their lack of attention to the impor-
tance of household size and composition in affecting the economic well-
being of the family.
Almost all of the studies of American-family life based on the
nineteenth-century censuses have used the occupation of the head of the
family as the index of its status and well-being without considering the
number of wage-earners and consumers in that family.’ Thus, a family
composed of a carpenter, his wife, and their two children are treated
as equivalent to a family headed by a carpenter, his working wife, and
no children.
Though the occupation of the head of the household is a useful and
important indication of the economic well-being of the family, it is
not the only information we would like to have. Ideally, we would have
some measure of the income generated by the family as well as the
amount of goods consumed by that family. While such data are avail-
able for contemporary studies of the family, they are not available
from the nineteenth-century censuses.8 It is possible, however, to go
beyond reliance only on the occupation of the head of the household by
calculating an index of the number of individuals who are employed
as well as the number of consumers in that household. Such an index
can provide a crude measure of the relative differences between house-
holds in their ability to support the economic needs of their members
(especially if we control for the differences in the occupation of the
heads of households).
Recently, an effort has been made to develop an index of the
relative well-being of households by taking into consideration the
number of consumers and producers in that household (Kaestle and
[272]
Vinovskis, forthcoming, Mason et al., forthcoming). Since the earning
and consuming ability of individuals vary by age and sex, these studies
adjusted the number of consumers and producers in each household by
employing a set of weights taking these factors into consideration (e.g.,
it was assumed that a twelve year-old boy consumed only three-fourths
as much as an adult and could only earn about three-tenths as much as
an adult male).9 This work/consuming index is therefore a crude
measure of the number of working units in each household divided by
the number of consuming units. Though this index does not fully
capture the individual family variations in income adequacy, it at least
provides a beginning toward the measurement of a family’s economic
situation rather than just an individual’s situation.
This work/consumption index was used in two different studies-
one on the pattern of school attendance (Kaestle and Vinovskis,
forthcoming) and another on the participation of women in the labor
force (Mason et al., forthcoming). In both of these analyses, the work/
consumption index was used in conjunction with the occupation of the
head of the household to explain some behavior such as school atten-
dance or labor-force participation. Though it is likely that this par-
ticular index may be modified as researchers experiment with different
weighting schemes, so far it has proven to be useful both conceptually
and empirically in these two investigations.
The family-cycle approach is useful for suggesting areas of family
life that may need additional research and for emphasizing the impor-
tance of changes in family size and composition. Nevertheless, it is not
a satisfactory framework for studying family life. Variations in a
family-cycle model are partly due to changes in the size of the family,
partly the result of changes in the age composition of the family, and
partly the consequence of changes in the social roles of family members.
The family-cycle approach does not attempt to separate out the sig-
nificance of these different, though related, factors on family life.
Furthermore, the family-cycle approach often does not make full use
of the available information on members of that family. Information
on the work experiences of the parents are not fully incorporated in
these models. Finally, though the family-cycle model was created to
deal with changes in family life over time, it does not pay very much
attention to the timing and sequencing of events in the lives of the
family members. Thus, although the family-cycle approach is an
improvement on the static typologies of family life used by previous
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family sociologists, it is still too narrowly and rigidly conceived to
make full use of the available information to develop a really dynamic
and interactive model of family-life processes.
Though historians are just now discovering and advocating the use
of the family-cycle model, this approach does not appear to be particu-
larly useful for historical analysis. Not only is a family-cycle approach
inherently limited by its emphasis on stages, it is also inappropriate
for historical analysis because it is based on a model of the modern
family which is not suited for research on the family in the past. For
example, most family-cycle models rely very heavily on the changes
introduced by the addition or departure of children from the family. In
the past, however, children entered or left the home over a much longer
time span so that these events often overlapped and therefore could not
be as easily described by any sequential typology of stages. Further-
more, the family-cycle approach focuses only on family members in
creating the different stages. In the past, there was less of a distinction
between family and nonfamily members in households than today. As
a result, most existing family-cycle models are inadequate for historical
analysis since they do not take into consideration the presence and
the impact of boarders and lodgers.
It may be possible, of course, to construct an alternative family-cycle
model that takes into consideration the differences in family life in the
past. In fact, some historians (Hareven, 1974: 326-327) have called
for an historical study of the family cycle:
The cycle approach to the historical study of the family does not merely substitute
a time unit of analysis for the current structural unit. Historians who will substitute
longitudinal tracing or record linkage for cross-sectional analysis, without devel-
oping a conceptual scheme, will be moving from one mechanical category to
another. Family research in the next few years will have to determine what type of
family cycles existed and what the significant stages of transition were. Historians
of the life cycle (childhood, adolescence, youth) have already demonstrated the
fact that stages of psycho-biological development are socially defined, and that it
would be impossible, therefore to rely on universal stages. Similarly, stages in the
family cycle are not governed simply by biological age grades. In their analysis of
contemporary groups, family sociologists are grappling with the classifications of
stages of the family cycle. Historians will not only need to define such stages for
past societies, but to interpret their relationship in the historical contexts.
Historians may be able to create a family-cycle model that is more
appropriate for historical analysis, but any family-cycle model will
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still be too narrowly conceived to provide an adequate framework for
studying family life. If one tried to develop a family-cycle model that
took into consideration the major variations in family life in the past
as well as today, it would require even more stages than Rodgers’ ( 1962)
proposed 24-stage model. Considering the difficulties involved in
developing an adequate family-cycle model for the past, it is not
surprising that historians have not yet operationalized any suitable
comprehensive model. Rather than trying to develop an overall model
of the family cycle, historians should study either a particular aspect of
family life, such as childbearing, or a series of family events, such as
the transition of children from school to work, using a more flexible
and more comprehensive approach-life-course analysts. 10
The life-course approach to the study of family development has
become increasingly popular among scholars from many different
disciplines. One of its ablest proponents is Glen Elder (1974; 1975), a
sociologist who studied the effects of the Depression of the 1930s on
children growing up during those years. Elder emphasizes the impor-
tance of studying the relationship between family events and historical
events in analyzing the life-course experiences of individuals and their
families.
The life-course approach draws very heavily upon the concept of
aging as developed by demographers (Ryder, 1965) and sociologists
(Riley et al., 1972). The age of individuals reflects at least three
different aspects of their lives-their approximate stage of biological
development, their age-related social roles, and their historical position.
Drawing on this perspective as well as the Chicago School of Sociology
tradition of studying life histories, Elder advocates the use of a
life-course perspective to analyze family life in the past. Though the life-
course approach defies any simple definition, Elder (forthcoming)
summarizes it as:
The life course refers to pathways through the age-differentiated life span, to social
patterns in the timing, duration, spacing, and order of events; the timing of an
event may be as consequential for life experience as whether the event occurs
and the degree or type of change. Age differentiation is manifested in expectations
and options that impinge on decision processes and the course of events that give
shape to life stages, transitions, and turning points. Such differentiation is based
in part on the social meanings of age and the biological facts of birth, sexual
maturity, and death. These meanings have varied through social history and across
cultures at points in time, as documented by evidence on socially recognized age
categories, grades, and classes.... Over the life course, age differentiation also
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occurs through the interplay of demographic and economic processes, as in the rela-
tion between economic swings and the time of family events. Sociocultural, demo-
graphic, and material factors are essential elements in a theory of life course
variation.
Not only have sociologists of the family used a life-course approach,
but life-span psychologists and social demographers have found it a
useful framework. Though historians have been late-comers to this
perspective, some of them are now using it to study family life in the
past. This involvement of historians is a healthy development because
the life-course perspective is better suited to study the dynamics of
family life than either a household-size and composition approach or
a family-cycle framework-especially since the life-course approach is
more sensitive to the shifts in the meaning of social roles over time
and is particularly concerned with the interaction of family events
and historical changes. In addition, since the life-course approach
places such emphasis on the meaning of social roles in the past and
of the historical context of an individual’s experiences, the involvement
of historians is essential in the development and use of a life-course
perspective.
The life-course approach has much to recommend it. One of its
drawbacks, however, is that the type and amount of longitudinal data
needed are usually unavailable. There are, of course, some collections
of twentieth-century data that could be used that have been overlooked
by historians. Social scientists in the early twentieth century began
panel studies of individuals which could be used to reconstruct family-
life patterns. ~ ~ Elder’s ( 1974) analysis of children during the Depression
is based on Herbert Stolz and Harold E. Jones’s study of adolescents
in Oakland in the 1930s and a follow-up study of the same persons
during the 1960s. Historians should build on these earlier panel
studies-even if it sometimes means that the subjects will have to be
traced and retested todays
Though drawing on the early longitudinal studies is an effective
way of studying the twentieth-century family, it also poses several
methodological problems. Many of the panel studies begun in the
1920s and 1930s were based on very small samples which were unrepre-
sentative to begin with and became more so over time due to attrition in
the sample. Since most of these studies were done without any clear
hypotheses, the tests used and the data collected are not ideal for the
needs of family historians today (Modell, 1975; Wall and Williams,
[276]
1970). Nevertheless, many of these early longitudinal studies are useful
for historical analyses as long as one is aware of their methodological
shortcomings. Furthermore, most of the post-World War II panel
studies are based on much larger samples, and are more carefully
designed so that they are better than the earlier ones.
Very few panel studies were undertaken in the past, and given the
high cost of such efforts, it is unlikely that many more will be initiated
in the near future. As a result, even historians of the twentieth-century
family will have to turn to alternative sources of data. One possible
avenue is the use of retrospective-oral-histories. Sociologists and
psychologists have made effective use of retrospective surveys to
analyze the life course, and have dealt with the methodological prob-
lems such as the inaccurate recall of past events.
Oral history is now becoming very popular among historians and the
general public-especially as we try to recreate the lives of ordinary
people or to discover our own roots. Some family historians are using
oral histories either as their main source of information or as a
supplement to their other sources such as vital records and census data.
Unfortunately, most studies utilizing oral histories have not been
concerned with the methodological problems involved in such an effort.
Problems of the accuracy of recalling past events or the selectivity
introduced by the subjects we can locate for interviews have been
largely ignored. Oral histories are unquestionably an excellent source
of information about family life in the past, but their use must be
guided by more rigorous methodological standards than we have seen
in most such projects so far.
The reliance only on data from panel studies or retrospective
surveys would restrict the analysis of family life to a relatively small
proportion of the population and to the twentieth century. Conse-
quently, family historians need to explore alternative sources of longi-
tudinal data such as government pension records, insurance company
files, and factory employment records,.13
An alternative to longitudinal data for life-course analysis is to
use cross-sectional data to make inferences about life-course pro-
cesses in the past. The most widely available and used source of infor-
mation on the American family of earlier periods are the manuscript
federal censuses. Starting in 1850, the federal censuses collected their
information in terms of individuals as well as households. As a re-
sult, it is possible to calculate age-specific rates for the socio-economic
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TABLE 2
Death Rates for All Forms of Tuberculosis
for Massachusetts Males 1880 to 1930
(rates per 100,000 population)
SOURCE: Frost (1940).
characteristics of that population, and to use those rates to estimate
the life-course pattern of individuals and their families. Most of the
current work on the history of the family in the United States is based
on such estimates from the censuses, and this approach will become
even more common as family historians shift from a focus on household
size and composition to life-course analysis.
Family historians are increasingly employing the manuscript
censuses to reconstruct the pattern of family life in the past, but many
of them are not aware of the implicit assumptions of their procedures. ’4
For example, there are often major differences between estimates
based on cross-sectional data from only one time period and those
based on a synthetic cohort constructed from a series of cross-
sectional censuses. We can illustrate this distinction by using the age-
specific tuberculosis rates for Massachusetts males from 1880 to 1930
(Frost, 1940) [see Table 2]. The age-specific death rates for each time
period are given in the columns labelled 1880, 1890, ... 1930. We can
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Figure 2. Comparison of Cross-sectional and Cohort Estimates ofTuberculosis
Death Rates for Massachusetts Males, 1880-1930.
trace the experiences of a particular birth cohort by following their
age-specific death rates at 10-year intervals. For example, for the birth
cohort of 1870-1880, their age-specific death rates were 115 for ages
10-19, 288 for ages 20-29, and 253 for ages 30-39.
We can graph the differences between estimates of mortality from
the cross-sectional data at one point in time and those based on the
construction of a synthetic cohort. If we estimated the mortality of
the birth cohort of 1870-1880 using only the age-specific death rates for
1880, we would greatly overestimate the extent of their mortality from
tuberculosis-especially in their later years. On the other hand, if
we estimated the mortality of the same cohort using only the age-
specific death rates for 1930, we would greatly underestimate the extent
of their mortality from tuberculosis-particularly in their early years.
Whenever there are rapid changes in age-specific rates over time, as in
the case of tuberculosis death rates for Massachusetts males, any
estimates based on cross-sectional data from only one point in time
are very likely to misrepresent the actual experiences of a given cohort
(though this is precisely the type of inferences that most family histor-
ians using census data have made). Instead, we should try to obtain
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age-specific data from several points in time to construct a synthetic
cohort which will provide us with a better estimate of the actual life
experiences of those individuals.
The use of cross-sectional census data from several different time
periods to estimate the life experiences of any particular cohort also
assumes that we are dealing with the same population (i.e., one that has
not been substantially altered by in- or outmigration). This is rarely
the case since most family historians study a small geographic area-
usually only a single urban community. 15 Consequently, they (Modell
et al., 1976: 10) have been forced to assume, implicitly or explicitly;
that &dquo;in- and out-migration and mortality are not differential by the
statuses we are considering.&dquo; In other words, if they are studying
patterns of school attendance, they assume that the people who move
do not have particularly different patterns of school attendance than
those who stay in the same geographic area (or, that the type of changes
due to in- and outmigration cancel each other).
This is a very strong assumption and one that requires further
exploration. There are some types of behavior that are not very
much affected by migration patterns. For example, it is doubtful that
the tuberculosis death rates for Massachusetts males between 1880 and
1930 would be greatly changed if we could adjust those rates for those
who entered or left Massachusetts during that 50-year period (though
the influx of foreigners before 1920, who probably had a higher
tuberculosis-mortality rate than the native population, might have
inflated the rates). Furthermore, the fact that the estimates of tuber-
culosis mortality rates are based on state-wide data rather than
information from only one or two urban communities helps to mini-
mize possible distortions due to migration.
The problem of estimates of life-course events being affected by selec-
tive migration is more serious when we are dealing with something like
school attendance or labor-force participation in a single urban
community. This is because young people in nineteenth-century
America migrated to cities in order to work rather than to attend
school. Therefore, we would expect that young people migrating to
these cities would be less likely to attend school than their counterparts
who grew up in that community. To test this proposition, we (Kaestle
and Vinovskis, forthcoming) can look at the school-attendance patterns
of children ages 13-19 in three Essex County urban areas (Lawrence,
Lynn, and Salem) in 1880 to see whether those who were still living
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Figure 3. Percentage of Children Ages 13-19 Attending School in Eight Essex
County Towns in 1880.
with at least one of their parents were more apt to attend school than
those who were boarders and lodgers (most of whom had probably
migrated to those communities).
As we can see from Figure 3, children who were living with at least
one parent were much more likely to be in school than those who were
boarders and lodgers. Though this is an imperfect indication of the
differences in the pattern of school attendance between migrants and
nonmigrants, it does suggest that school attendance (as well as labor-
force participation) was significantly affected by in- and out-migra-
tion.11 As a result, estimates of school attendance in rural areas
exaggerate the extent of education received by children since many of
those who did not continue their education left for urban areas to seek
better employment opportunities. Conversely, the amount of educa-
tion received by children growing up in urban areas would be under-
estimated due to the influx of teenage job seekers causing the statistics
to appear to show lower school attendance rates for urban children.
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There are no simple ways of correcting for the biases introduced by
selective migration, but at least family historians should acknowledge
the problem and should be more cautious when they interpret their
cross-sectional census data. There are some additional calculations
which can be made that would help us to evaluate the extent and the
direction of this type of bias. First, we can simply try to separate
migrants from nonmigrants by using as crude an indicator as boarders
and lodgers, and then calculate the rates for each group to see if
there are major differences (as there were on the issue of school atten-
dance and labor-force participation).
Another procedure, used effectively by Michael Katz (1975) in his
study of family life in Hamilton, Ontario, is to compare the estimates of
life-course experiences based on two cross-sectional censuses with those
calculated for the individuals who remained in that community during
that 10-year period. Of course, this is still a very imprecise measure
since the characteristics of those who remain in the community are
usually very different than of those who remain in the community are
usually very different than of those who leave it (Katz, 1975).
Nevertheless, as long as one is aware of this bias and tries to adjust
interpretations of the findings accordingly, the comparison of synthetic
cohorts based on cross-sectional data with those who were actually
present in both censuses does help us to see what biases have been
introduced by our reliance on synthetic cohorts.
Some state censuses, such as the New York state census of 1855,
have information on how long an individual has lived in the community.
This is a valuable piece of information which can be used to see the
effects of migration on social phenomena such as school attendance.
One cannot, of course, use these data directly to construct the life
course of individuals by assuming that the behavior of those who have
been in the community three years will be an indication of what will
happen in another year to those who have lived in that community
two years.&dquo; This is due to the problem of selective outmigration. Some
of those who have been in the community two years will leave within
the next year and the characteristics of these migrants probably are
not the same as those who will remain another year. In other words,
the availability of state censuses which asked questions about the length
of time individuals have been in a given community can be of great
assistance for analysis of the life course, especially when compared to
the data available from the manuscript federal censuses, but even these
data cannot eliminate the biases introduced by selective migration.
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Finally, we can estimate the age-specific net migration in the
communities under investigation in order to provide still another per-
spective on how migration might affect our estimates of life-course
development. In a study of eight Essex County communities in 1860 and
1880, we (Kaestle and Vinovskis, forthcoming; Mason et al., forth-
coming) calculated the population changes from 1860 to 1880 for each
age category of the population. Then, using mortality rates from
Massachusetts communities of the same size, we estimated the net
migration for each of these towns. We discovered that, indeed, young
people were moving into Lawrence, Lynn, and Salem in order to work,
but many of them left after a few years. Consequently, any attempt to
reconstruct the life experiences of individuals in those urban communi-
ties should adjust inferences from the cross-sectional data to account
for the age-specific population flows in those cities.
Historians undoubtedly will and should continue to use the manu-
script censuses to estimate life-course behavior. The fact that there
are biases in such an approach is not the issue. Rather, the question
is how we can estimate the extent and direction of the biases intro-
duced in order to adjust our calculations to reflect more accurately the
actual experiences of individuals and families. Some historians need
to get away from their unwillingness to work with less than absolutely
perfect data and procedures while others need to become more sensitive
to the methodological and measurement problems associated with the
use of nineteenth-century census data.
A good example of a conscious effort by a group of historians to use a
life-course approach is the collaborative study of aspects of family
transitions in eight Essex county (Massachusetts) towns in 1860 and
1880 (Hareven, forthcoming). Using a common data base from the
manuscript federal censuses, an effort was made to analyse the life-
course patterns of individuals in those communities as well as to place
the findings within the broader context of existing demographic,
economic, and sociological theories of family development.
Though there are many other substantive and methodological issues
associated with the use of a life-course approach in studying family
life, they cannot be covered in this essay. 18 However, I will close with
one final suggestion. Since the life-course perspective attempts to
develop a more dynamic and interactive approach to the analysis of
the past, it is essential that historians link the manuscript census data
to other records. Calculation of life-course events at only 10-year
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intervals is much too crude to capture the continuities and discontin-
uities of behavior in the past.
One interesting and useful approach is to link vital records to census
data. For example, Howard Chudacoff (forthcoming) studied the
residential patterns of newly married couples by linking information
from the Rhode Island marriage registers to the household data from
the manuscript census. He discovered that a significant proportion of
newlyweds in nineteenth-century Providence lived for a short time with
one of their families-a finding which could not have been uncovered
by reliance on either the marriage register or the manuscript census by
itself.
This essay started by noting the bifurcation of approaches to family
life in the past-one group of historians analyzed vital events using
parish registers while another group analyzed household size and
composition using the censuses. Though these two efforts have ap-
proached family life from a somewhat different perspective and
have utilized different techniques of analysis, it is now time for
them to be merged to provide a more balanced and dynamic analysis
of family life in the past. The life-course approach suggests the need as
well as the means for linking information about family processes with
that of family size and composition within the context of historical
changes in society as a whole. As a result, historians of the family should
look forward to an even more productive and exciting future as we
begin to link family events to historical events using a life-course
perspective. Though the life course approach is not a panacea for the
innumerable problems associated with studying the family in the past,
it is a significant conceptual improvement that will facilitate further
analysis.
NOTES
1. This essay will not attempt to discuss most of the substantive issues in the
field of family history today-especially since there are already several good introductions
to these issues elsewhere (Hareven, 1974, 1977; Hareven and Vinovskis, forthcoming;
Laslett, 1972a; Vinovskis, 1974, 1976; Wrigley, 1969, 1977).
2. Since Allan Sharlin discusses the recent trends in historical demography in
another essay in this volume, I will not pursue developments in this field in more detail.
3. The difference between a cross-sectional estimate at one point in time and one
based on the development of an individual or a family over time can be illustrated from
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a study of antebellum Massachusetts school teachers (Bernard and Vinovskis, 1977).
Though less than 2% of antebellum Massachusetts women ages 15 to 60 taught school,
about 20% of them taught school at some point in their careers.
4. For a critique of Hill’s generational approach as well as other approaches to the
study of family life, see Elder (forthcoming).
5. Greven (1970) did organize his mortality data by cohorts rather than generations;
unfortunately, his analysis of mortality was flawed because he improperly used estimates
of cohort mortality to make inferences about mortality trends between the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries. For a critique of his analysis of mortality, see Vinovskis (1972).
6. Despite some of the methodological and substantive problems in Greven’s
analysis, it is still one of the best books in American historical demography today. For
a detailed critique of it, see Vinovskis (1971).
7. The analysis of occupations from nineteenth-century censuses has been a major
problem for historians and illustrates the difficulties of using historical data. For useful
introductions to these problems, see Blumin (1968), Griffen (1972), and Hershberg
et al. (1974).
8. For an example of a recent study using such data to develop an index of family
income and consumption, see Sweet (1973).
9. Of the two different sets of weights used in these analyses, the ones for the
consumption are probably the most reliable. It is very difficult to estimate the appropriate
weights for wage earners because there is more variation in patterns of remuneration for
workers than in consumption among household members in nineteenth-century America.
For a more detailed discussion of these issues, see Kaestle and Vinovskis (forthcoming)
and Mason et al. (forthcoming).
10. In fact, some of the early proponents of a family-cycle approach for historical
analysis are now using a life-course perspective instead (Hareven, 1977).
11. For a discussion of the problems of using longitudinal studies as well as an inven-
tory of those currently available, see Wall and Williams (1970).
12. One major criticism of historians is that we are too passive in acquiring data.
Rather than being content with whatever documents and data happen to survive, we
should be actively participating in the generation and collection of data that we are
likely to need-in a manner similar to other social scientists. Historians should join some
of the on-going panel studies of the family, not only to use their data, but also to suggest
additional questions that could be incorporated which might be particularly useful to
family historians. For example, some social historians might participate in James
Morgan’s and G. Duncan’s (1977) valuable panel study of 5000 American families rather
than sitting back for a few more years before discovering these data and then using them to
analyze American family development from the late 1960s to the mid 1970s. If historians
have a different perspective on the analysis of family life than most other social scientists,
and I think some historians do, then it is essential that we should now collaborate with
these other scholars rather than merely awaiting the data to be handed down to us at
some future date.
13. Most historians have not used any longitudinal data from government, trade-
union, or business files. For an example of the richness of these types of data for an
analysis of family life in the past, see the interesting study of Manchester workers by
Hareven (1975).
14. On the use and misuse of nineteenth-century American census data, see Vinovskis
( 1977).
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15. The almost exclusive focus of individual-level census analyses on single urban
communities has been rather unfortunate in at least two respects. First, very little effort
has been made to design research projects to include different types of urban and indus-
trial development for comparative purposes. Second, the reliance on only urban areas
has made it impossible to separate analytically the effects of urban development from
more general changes within that society. In other words, by not having any rural control
areas in their analyses, for example, researchers cannot be certain whether the changes
experienced by any group within a city over time are the result of the impact of urban-
ization on the lives or the consequence of more general developments within that society
as a whole. For a more detailed discussion of this issue, see Vinovskis (1977).
16. Though not all unmarried boarders and lodgers in a community were migrants
from elsewhere, most of them probably had come to the city to seek work. For a good
discussion of the problem of boarders and lodgers in nineteenth-century America, see
Modell and Hareven (1973).
17. For an example of this problem in an otherwise excellent study, see Glasco (1975).
18. For a more extended critique of the way historians have studied family life in the
past, see Hareven (1971), Vinovskis (1974), Hareven and Vinovskis (forthcoming), and
Wrigley (1977).
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